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Meeting in Panama Sept. 3-5 for the 12th Grupo de Rio Summit, 10 Latin American heads of state
focused mostly on the financial crisis hitting the region. The leaders also committed to stronger
trade ties with the European Union (EU). The Rio Group, considered an important political forum,
evolved from the Contadora Group Panama, Venezuela, Colombia, and Mexico that, in the 1980s,
worked to bring peace to Central America.
The Group now also includes Chile, Peru, Bolivia, Uruguay, Argentina, Brazil, Ecuador, and
Paraguay as well as a representative from Central America and from the Caribbean. The summit
was marred by the absence of three of the group's most influential presidents Carlos Menem of
Argentina, Fernando Henrique Cardoso of Brazil, and Julio Maria Sanguinetti of Uruguay.
Leaders call on G-7 countries and lenders to respond
The regional effects of Russia's economic crisis became the top priority of the 14-member group
after Latin America's largest stock market, the Sao Paulo Stock Exchange, suffered a 13.9% slide
Sept. 4, and other regional markets also saw steep declines (see related article on Brazil in this issue).
"The impact of the last two days on Latin America was something we probably hadn't expected so
soon," said Mexican Foreign Secretary Rosario Green. The economy "is extraordinarily globalized
and interconnected. In this sense, the solutions must be collective."
The leaders called on the G-7 countries and the world financial institutions to help prevent the
Russian and Asian crises from threatening Latin America. They urged the International Monetary
Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) to take measures to
deal with future crises before they break out. "It is indispensable that the G-7 countries immediately
take the steps necessary to restore stability in financial markets and to guarantee the growth of
the world economy," said the declaration. "The IMF, because of its central role in the international
monetary system, is in a privileged position to collaborate in the process of freeing capital flow and
to take an active part in providing liquidity."
The leaders said the Latin American economy has enjoyed steady growth, but the region must work
to avoid greater financial crises. They recommended that all emerging economies take measures to
strengthen their economic systems, including increasing internal savings and promoting long-term
investment.
"Our countries are very worried about what has occurred in these past weeks," said Mexican
President Ernesto Zedillo at the conclusion of the summit. "If this continues, we could be at risk
of the entire world economy entering a recession." Zedillo said although the origins of the crisis
are outside Latin America, it has serious repercussions on all financial markets in the region. "The
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Latin American countries have done the job of adjusting our economies, within the framework of
globalization, and now we are suffering the consequences of countries in other parts of the world
that did not make the necessary adjustments," said Zedillo.
The Rio Group said it will continue to develop its relations with the EU because cooperation
between the two organizations can help promote world political balance and maintain peace. As
in many regional meetings, the US came in for specific criticism for its embargo against Cuba, the
process of "certifying" countries' cooperation in fighting drug trafficking, and covert operations
outside its borders. "We express our energetic rejection of the unilateral and extraterritorial
application of national laws because such actions violate fundamental principles of law and
international agreements," said the document.
Key points in final declaration
Other key points in the final declaration, in addition to a separate seven-point declaration on
economic issues, include:
*Democratic institutions and social and economic development are essential to strengthening peace
and security in the hemisphere.
*The members urge the international community to take immediate steps to achieve a world free of
nuclear arms and other weapons of mass destruction.
*Human rights and fundamental liberties must be protected, especially for ethnic and linguistic
minorities, Indians, women, children, and migrant workers.
*Economic development is being hurt by degradation of the environment and natural resources.
*Industrialized nations must promote development by sharing technology and financial resources.
*Drug trafficking is a global problem and actions to prevent, control, and sanction it require a
common approach.
*Social and economic options are needed for communities affected by drug cultivation.
Leaders use opportunity to meet on bilateral issues
One of the most important side meetings was between Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori and
Ecuadoran President Jamil Mahuad. The two-hour meeting was an effort to move the Andean
neighbors closer to a definitive peace accord. Fujimori said he has met with five Ecuadoran
presidents since the border conflict in 1995, and while he is more aware of the problems that still
must be overcome, he is hopeful an agreement can be reached before the end of the year. [Sources:
Reuters, 09/03/98, 09/05/98; Spanish news service EFE, 09/04/98, 09/05/98; Associated Press, CNN,
El Nuevo Herald (Miami), Inter Press Service, 09/05/98; Notimex, 09/03/98, 09/06/98; The Miami
Herald, Xinhua, 09/06/98]
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